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Matthew 5:38-48 Letting go.
Over the past four Sundays, the Gospel readings have taken us through the Sermon on the Mount.  I have been looking at other passages during those weeks.  However, I thought this morning we would look at our Gospel reading, as it is a passage that is too often misinterpreted, and too often ignored.  It also has a great deal to say to us, if we have ‘ears to hear’ as Jesus so often said.
In this teaching, Jesus continues to cut through all the ponderous additions to the Jewish law which had obscured its central truth.  
Jesus begins his next few statements with the words, “It has been said….”, and gives the currently held belief.  But then he continues, “But I say to you..”  and brings his hearers back to the spirit of the law – what is in the very heart of God. 
 In today’s passage, Jesus unpacks what it really means to “love your enemies.”

In giving us practical ways to do this, Jesus gives us some things to let go of.  
· The first one is vengeance!
V38 “You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.'
But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.”
This is one of the oldest laws in existence – even before the Old Testament. In early times vengeance was a part of life. If a man of one tribe wounded a man of another, the tribe of the wounded man would take revenge on the tribe of the offender, usually way out of proportion tho the original offence. God's intent in the law of "an eye for an eye" was to actually limit vengeance, not to impose it!
But now Jesus gives the highest expression of God's will.  He rejects revenge altogether and calls us to act in love. 
But it goes against the grain, doesn’t it? It seems we’re wired for revenge.  One of the top rating shows on TV at present is called just that -“Revenge”.  It’s a modern day soap opera which traces the story of a young woman bent on visiting revenge on her mother for being unfaithful to her father, framing him for fraud and destroying his life.
Then there is another recent TV show called “Arrow” – where revenge is again the theme.  Whether or not you watch much television, it is fascinating to observe how this theme of revenge attracts the viewers!
When someone hits us, we want to hit back.  It’s in our human DNA.  But Jesus says, don’t hit back.  Let go of that desire altogether.  
Here’s where we sometimes misinterpret this verse. When Jesus says “Turn the other cheek,” he doesn’t mean we should have some warped desire to come back for more, he’s illustrating how completely we should to let go of the desire to get even.  Unfortunately, this verse has been used all too often to encourage Christians to remain in a physically abusive relationships.  Turning the other cheek to the extent of allowing another person to abuse us is not what this verse means.  It means “let go of your desire for revenge”.
How do we sit with the issue of revenge? 

I wonder if there is anyone in our life who has wronged us; someone we perhaps ignore, or even avoid because of it?  Now, while we may not feel like doing something physical such as throwing a rock through a person’s window, or letting their tyres down, ignoring someone we might otherwise interact with, is actually a form of vengeance! We’re deliberately denying them contact with us. Whether we recognise it or not, it’s an unconscious way of getting even. 
We were recently contacted by a woman who many years ago had been through a messy and hurtful divorce.  Her children are now adults and she and they have moved on in life. She had heard that her ex had been seriously ill and wanted to re-establish contact with him and find out how he was, but couldn’t contact him at his old address.  She asked us if we could help her find him.

Jay was able to track him down, but sadly the man was still angry, after all these years, and told Jay point blank that he did not want any contact with his wife or children. He was still working on getting even.  We relayed that to the wife, who was very sad, particularly for her children’s sake, as they had hoped to re-establish contact with their dad.
Let me say it again - denying contact with someone whom you would otherwise interact with is a form of vengeance.  Jesus says, Let go of that desire. (and forgive!)  

Listen to the Spirit of God this morning – is there anyone in our life that we should re-establish contact with?
· Then Jesus calls us to let go of stinginess. To act in love towards our enemies, means to be generous towards them, to act in mercy towards them – even though they don’t deserve it.  God is SO generous towards us!
Jesus says, “And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.
Once again, this is a verse that can be misinterpreted. I recently had a conversation with a Christian woman, whose husband had left her for another woman. She was left feeling hurt and betrayed. He was not remotely interested in reconciliation, and when the divorce papers arrived, the woman was dismayed to find her ex was demanding way more than his share of their combined assets.

However, because of this verse, this woman struggled with the concept of engaging a lawyer to defend her rights.  She felt that she should just let him take everything. Do you think that is what this verse means? No it doesn’t.  It means we should act with generosity rather than stinginess, but it does not mean we allow people to take everything we have.  We need to make a distinction between being generous, and allowing injustice.
How generous are we really? If someone is a nuisance to us, or is unpleasant towards us, do we choose to respond with generosity, or meanness of spirit?  How do we cope when someone wants something from us – our time, for instance, or to do something for them, or wants to borrow things from us?  
How do we deal with requests from charities for financial assistance, or requests from organisations for our volunteer assistance?  Where is our focus – on ourselves and our comfort, or being there for others?

Of course we have to be wise, or the sheer number of requests we receive for support may end up swamping us, but let us not go to the other extreme, and block out all requests for assistance. 

Is there an attitude here we need to let go of?

· Lastly in this passage, Jesus calls us to let go of our exclusiveness.
Mat 5:43  "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.
I’d have to say that on the whole, we Aussie Christians don’t find it difficult to love our enemies, because mostly, we don’t have any.  It’s not an issue for us to pray for those who persecute us, because mostly, we’re not persecuted.  Certainly not here in Australia.

If there is a failing in us as civilised, moral and upright Christian people, it’s that we’re exclusive. We keep to ourselves.  If there is an irritating person, we stay away from them. If there is a demanding person, we avoid them. If there is a hurtful person, we shut them out.  We’re very good at it.  By excluding the irritant, we remove the need to do anything about it. 
But Jesus goes deeper. Mat 5:46  If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that?
Jesus is calling us to let go of our exclusiveness – this need we have to maintain a quiet life.  Do we have irritating or demanding neighbours?  Do we have annoying family members? Are there people in our sports club or association that we avoid?  Jesus says love them.  To love them, we need to interact with them. We need to actively look for ways that we can show them the love and mercy of God.  This is how we communicate our faith.  We don’t do it by removing ourselves from anything or anyone who upsets our equilibrium.  We need to embrace the untidy, the unlovely, the irritating and even the downright nasty.  That is our call as God’s people.
Is there an attitude here that we need to let go of?
Finally in this passage, Jesus says, Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
The Greek word here for perfect is teleios, a word which carries the meaning of culmination, or maturity, or achievement.  As Christians, we are predestined "to be conformed to the image of his Son" (Rom 8:29) The goal of the disciple is to live in this perfection, this teleios, It is an active word and, in context, means that our love must be all-inclusive as God's is all-inclusive.
What Jesus teaches here does not come naturally for us. It means being other-person centred rather than being self- centred. Only the disciple who has been born of the Spirit, who knows the enabling grace of Christ, can live by this standard. 
The love Jesus talks about here is an extension of his own love – not simply our natural affection, such as we might have for siblings or friends, or even the sexual love we have for our spouse. It is the agapē love, to use the Greek word - a love which is an act of the will more than of the heart. This love is not primarily something we feel but something we do, opening our life in the spirit of Christ even to our enemy. 
As I said at the beginning – this passage has a lot to say to us- particularly about attitudes we may need to let go of.
If the Holy Spirit has brought conviction this morning, let us take it to our Father in prayer.  As we come to Communion, let us offer our conviction and our response to him.  At the end of the service, when we say together our prayer of consecration – let’s say it with renewed commitment.  You remember how it goes, don’t you? “Father, we offer ourselves to you as a living sacrifice, through Christ our Lord.  Send us out in the power of your Spirit, to live and work to your praise and Glory.” 
We must believe he has answered, and then live for his glory!

Let’s pray. 
